PARADISE X #1/APPENDIX

REDWING

Written by Jim Krueger

"Aaron? Is that you?"
"Hello Wyatt."
"What’s the Watchman of Earth doing here in the remains of Washington D.C.?"
"What’s a hero like Redwing, Wyatt, doing in a place where he can do no good?"
"Steve’s dead, Aaron. Haven’t I done enough good already?"
"Steve’s death was not your fault. You weren’t even there."
"Yeah. I wasn’t there. And it wasn’t my fault. I didn’t know self-contradiction was part of your programming."
Stop it, Wyatt. What you are doing here is something Steve would never have wanted."
"Why are you here?"
"I didn’t come to see D.C., Redwing. I came to talk to you. To tell you how Captain America’s death serves a purpose that he would want you to now fill in his absence."
"Why? Is there another army being formed that you need more dumb muscle for? Is there another banner you want me to wave while more of my friends die because I am not there to save them? While more heroes bite it so that I have less reasons to live than before?"
"No."
"Then what?"
"I wanted to tell you about my father, Abel Stack. About why he built me and what he wanted for me."
"Go on, Aaron, but you’re wasting your time. I will not be moved. Steve Rogers is dead. And that is the end of it."
"Why does Steve’s death have to be the end of you, the end of the good you could do? You tell me that you weren’t there to save him. And I’m telling you that Steve’s death was intended to save you along with the rest of mankind."
"I don’t feel saved, Aaron. This is more like damnation. Go on, then. Tell me about how I’ve been saved."
"Like Steve Rogers, Wyatt, I was built to be a soldier, to be a thinking weapon to be aimed at the enemies of the United States of America. I was built to fight enemies both foreign and domestic. But unlike Cap, I was not a symbol. I, like the rest of the entire X-series was to be fully disposable in fact.
"But my father, the man that constructed and designed me, had another destiny in mind, one which meant that I would not be deconstructed when the X-series program was dissolved for lack of funding.
"My father didn’t want me to fight. He wanted me to be human. He wanted me to know what it meant to love and be loved. He wanted me to know what it was like to be a part of humanity, to be a part of something instead of merely a collection of parts."
"You’re making me misty here, Aaron. What’s the point?"
"I was built with a self destruct mechanism in my assembly. When the X-series program was scrapped, I was also slated for destruction. But instead, by father chose to be destroyed himself. He chose death so I would not have to die."
"Your friend, Steve Rogers, wanted the same for you as my father did for me."
"What’s that supposed to mean? "
"You weren’t listening at Steve’s funeral, Wyatt. You weren’t thinking about what Steve gave his life for."
"He lost his life on another stupid cosmic crisis."
"That’s so small a view of what happened, Wyatt. Mar-Vell’s goal here upon Earth was to build an armory that he could use in the afterlife, not only to kill the being known as Death, but to create a place where mankind could go once it left this plane of mortality. Steve saw that. And he gave his life to make Death an antique concept, to make certain there was a place where we would go, where you would go when you die. Steve died making that a reality. He died so that we’d never have to be afraid of Death again. In many ways the super soldier of America helped to make a place for all those who died in war in all of history. Steve died for this, Wyatt. He died for you. For all of us."
"So I’ve heard. But look around you, Aaron. This world’s hospitals are full of people for whom death would be a comfort."
"Things are not as we expected them to be. Even the child, Mar-Vell is confused."
"We’re all confused. Are you really telling me that Steve died so that those he was preparing a way for could suffer for all time? Are you really asking me to join another crusade to save the world only to make it worse? The heroes gave Mar-Vell free reign to sell humanity into suffering. Look at Reed…"
"Reed?"
"Sure. Reed Richards calls Galactus, who I know is now his son Franklin Richards to come and save the Earth. Franklin comes and kills something that was living at the core of the planet. And when he does, he endangers the planet by setting off its polarity."
"Reed’s saved the Earth time and time again."
"Of course he has. Just like he’s endangered it time and time again by his discoveries of races and beings from other realties that would never had known of Earth if Reed hadn’t given them the keys to planet in the first place."
"Reed needs you now, Wyatt. He is planning to undo what Mar-Vell’s done. He doesn’t know how yet, but he’s going to try to help ease the suffering of mankind."
"That’s just like him. Have you thought of what danger this attempt to now ease our suffering will cause?"
"Are you saying Reed should do nothing?"
"No. But, I’m afraid of a world with no enemies for Reed to fight. Think about all the things Reed invented and created and discovered in the midst of fighting Doom, the Skrulls, Namor, Puppet Man and all the rest of them. I’m afraid of how much his mind will conceive now that all the enemies are gone. Did you even wonder how much better the world was with Doom in it. Doom kept Reed occupied. He kept him busy. I’m afraid of what Reed will do without an enemy to face."
"Then there is only one thing you can do, Wyatt."
"Yeah, what’s that?"
"Go to Reed. Help him. Give him perspective."
"You think I’ll be able to do that? You’ve seen Reed’s whole life, in ways I haven’t. I couldn’t give Steve perspective, and he died. If I even try to offer the same to Reed, he’ll send me on some mission half-way across the world where I won’t be able to stop him or his plans to save the world."
"But at least you’ll have tried."
"Yes, Aaron. At least I’ll have tried."


PARADISE X #2/APPENDIX

Written by Jim Krueger

BELASCO

"I apologize for waiting so long. I should have come sooner, helped you sooner."
"Who’s that? Oh it’s you. I haven’t seen you since the Savage Land, since I learned…"
"… that you weren’t Belasco alone, but also Kurt Wagner, the manipulated pawn of Mephisto?"
"…"
"Kurt?"
"…"
"… yes, before I was manipulated by Mephisto and sent unknowingly back in time to strike at the X-Men in the form of a demon from Hell."
"I want to talk to you, Kurt, I want to help you understand what has happened to you."
"I know what’s happened to me. I don’t want be reminded."
"You don’t need to be reminded, Kurt. You damn yourself with this story every waking moment. That’s why you’ve made your home in Hell’s Kitchen, New York. I don’t want to make you relive it, I want to offer you a perspective on what has happened these last three years, a perspective that may allow you to understand not only the amazing things that have happened, but your place in it."
"You sound like Xavier."
"Do I?"
"It really doesn’t matter. I have heard all of this before."
"Of course you have. We all have. Over and over again."
"What are you talking about?"
"There was once a time, Kurt, when all of time was linear. There was a point when time began. And then after a period of measured existence, it ceased to be. This is your belief, Kurt. You were… are a Catholic."
"I take things like that on faith, X-51. Sometimes that means I don’t have to torture myself thinking about it."
"I want to tell you something about your powers, Kurt, something about the nature of your ability to teleport from one place to another."
"What."
"Your power is a linear time-based power."
"I don’t understand."
"For a moment, don’t think of time as something to be measured by minutes and seconds, Kurt. Think of it as a measure of distance. When you teleport from one place to another in an instant, you travel from one point to another as if there were no time to pass between them."
"So?"
"So this means that you have always, to a degree had a command over time. Mephisto knew this. He knew you manipulated time regardless of whether you were aware of it or not."
"I’m afraid that this is all quite beyond me."
"Look at me. I’m a demon, not a student of geometry."
"Has your appearance changed so much, Kurt, from what you were? Apart from basic color, it is only the arm you lost when the Grey Gargoyle trapped part of you in stone that has changed your appearance. Reed Richards too has lost an arm. He too has been changed by circumstance. He too was manipulated by Mephisto."
"That’s easy for you to say, robot. You have no past life to compare your current one to."
"That’s not true, Kurt. I did have a ‘past’ life. I had a face once-- one the man who built me created for me to wear. It gave me humanity. I called that man father. In all honesty, I’ve had my humanity taken from me in ways you have not."
"Is that what you believe? From what you say, it wasn’t a real face in the first place. I was tricked into committing evil, manipulated into becoming the enemy of my friends. It didn’t matter how I looked, it was about what I became."
"Then don’t call yourself demon if indeed you are just a victim of Mephisto’s tricks."
"You… you’re right."
"I reminded you that my humanity cannot be defined by a plastic face, or in your case, a hue. You’re not a demon, Kurt. You never were. Not even when you thought yourself to be Belasco. You don’t have to play the victim. Xavier taught you this when you only thought yourself to be a mutant. He didn’t want mutants to be victims, but to claim their rights. You don’t have to play the victim of Mephisto now. If you do, he’ll still be controlling your actions and you will never be free of him."
"What do you want me to do?"
"I want you to rejoin the world. An old friend of yours, Brian Braddock is marrying soon. You should go and celebrate with him."
"Very well. But I want to know something. Mar-Vell showed me what happened, how I almost died from the loss of my arm, how Mephisto transformed me into Belasco, the villain, and convinced me that I was Belasco, servant of the Dark Gods. But there’s more to this. I know there is."
"You were no villain. When Captain America and the Mar-Vell child traveled to the Savage Land and Limbo to collect Anti-Metal to structure the new Paradise, they came upon your body. It had been frozen in ice in Limbo, a realm constructed out of the infinities created by a time machine.
"Mar-Vell told me all of this. He showed me how Mephisto came to me after my arm had been lost in stone. I saw how I was encased in ice, how I was transformed into Belasco. But how can you say I was no villain?"
"Because even as a demon, you were drawn to saving the X-Men as much as Mephisto pushed you to damning them."
"I don’t understand."
"There was a child once, a girl, Colossus’ sister."
"Illyana."
"Illyana. Have you ever asked yourself why you took her from the X-Men and raised her in Limbo."
"Mephisto told me it was to take advantage of Colossus, to use his weaknesses against him instead of pitting myself against him, to attack his heart in a way that got through his impenetrable steal skin."
"Mephisto would say that, Kurt. But the truth is that you knew you were repeating a history you had already experienced."
"I don’t understand."
"Some people call it déjà vu. The sense that everything that has happened before. You knew there would come a day when a virus would kill Illyana, a virus that attacked only those for whom the mutant seed had been germinated. You also knew that there would come another day when Peter Rasputin would die himself to find a cure for that same virus. Yes, you thought yourself a demon, but answer me this, why would a demon teach a child the power over life and death? Why would a demon unconsciously arm a child with the ability to escape death once she’d succumbed to it, and with the ability to save a brother who himself had died."
"What are you saying, that Illyana is still alive?"
"Perhaps, I don’t know. I cannot see her on Earth, but have not heard mention of her in the Realm Of The Dead, either. Perhaps she is in Limbo now, hiding from a reality she cannot understand, nor wants to."
"I know how she feels."
"But Peter Rasputin is alive again. How was he brought back to life?"
"I don’t know."
"Yes. Yes you do. You taught Illyana how to escape from Death’s Realm. You taught her how to rescue her brother when he’d died as well."
"But that goes against even the power Mephisto has. How could I possibly know how to do that?"
"Because, Kurt, Mephisto didn’t save you from death. He brought you back after you’d already died."
"That’s crazy. How could I come back from the dead?"
"Isn’t that the central belief of your faith, Kurt? That such a miracle is possible?"
"Yes, but not like this. Please, how could you even come to suspect this?"
"I have a friend, one who can see both in this world and those still to come. He told me that you died.
"What Mephisto learned was that the dead could be reanimated if their bodies were not destroyed first. This knowledge was passed onto you, Kurt, as it is to everyone who returns from the dead."
"But why? Why would Mephisto give the knowledge to me of how to get in an out of the Realm of the Dead?"
"He didn’t. You just remembered the way back, and the way in. According to Kyle, he’s the friend I told you about, there are points between every cycle of time that Mephisto knows how to cross into."
"You mean like secret passage ways?"
"Exactly. It is at these points that one recycled reality meets another. Like a labyrinth."
"And Mephisto knows the way into each of these realms?"
"He does."
"How? Does he just have the knowledge or does he have a map?"
"I don’t know. Maybe there’s a map."
"So why are you telling me this?"
"One, because I wanted you to know that when you were transported back in time, you helped Mephisto create another reality for him to escape into. He encourages people in their despair to create alternate realities that he can escape from. I was hoping you’d be willing to help me stop him."
"What’s he running from?"
"God, or at least what he thought existed to judge him at the end of linear time."
"I have one more question."
"What?"
"I died and was brought back and manipulated time just like Mephisto hoped I would. But technically, Illyana and Peter have the same knowledge I do. And, they had access to Limbo. We may not know where Illyana is, but why didn’t Peter ever use his knowledge and Limbo to manipulate time?"
"Who says he didn’t?"


PARADISE X #3/APPENDIX/JOHN JAMESON/MAN-WOLF

"What? Whose that?"
"It’s me, John. Aaron Stack. X-51, the Watchman from the moon."
"Ha. Funny you’d show up now. Have you seen what’s happened to me and my family? Have you watched us?"
"I have, John Jameson. And that’s why I am here."
"Kristine is gone. But you didn’t have to see that to know it was coming. All that time we spent on the moon, all those years .as Man-Wolf with my family living in fear of me. All those years as outcasts, and you know what? They were the best years of our lives."
"I don’t understand."
"When we returned here to Earth after Galactus’ confrontation with the Celestials, we found this to be a world, more made for me than for Kristine. But that didn’t last long at all.
"Kristine, my wife who was there for me for so long, during almost my entire curse, could not deal with the fact that she too was mutating now into something less than human.
"The mutation drove her mad. She ran with the children, leaving me alone, with my father, whose own mutation made him an object of ridicule."
"He now has the head of an…"
"An Ass. That’s right, Aaron. The head of an ass. The first time Peter Parker saw him, Peter laughed for days. My Father hated Spider-Man, you remember, and when the discovery that Spider-Man was really Peter Parker, my dad’s own photojournalist, it sort of drove the nail in his coffin."
"I have wondered, at times, if perhaps these mutations weren’t some how caused by one’s own psychology and view of themselves. I am not the first to suggest this, and I’m certain that if there is even some truth to it, there’s probably more to guess than that. But it seems unlikely that J. Jonah Jameson saw himself as an Ass."
"Bull-headed. That would have worked for my father, but you’re right, Aaron. It doesn’t make sense."
"And I’ve seen too much design in this world to believe it was just bad luck. Have you spoken to Kristine or your children since they left?"
"Once. And it was not a good conversation. She used to bark at me in the English language. Now, well, I hardly understand what she’s saying. I don’t even know if the children are with her."
"No they’re not."
"You’ve seen them."
"I have, John. That’s why I’ve come down to Earth to speak with you. They’re safe. Your wife, no longer able to even understand what she was doing, left them in Chicago.
"They’re being taken care of by a man named Scott Lang and his daughter Cassie. They had been living in the Iron Manor with Tony Stark, and barely survived Tony’s attack on the Celestials. They settled in Chicago, and came upon your children by accident.
"Lang’s wife died years ago, John. So he’d be able to help you with your loss. I can take you there, to your children now, if you wish."
"I…. I do... are, they well?"
"Of course, Scott Lang was an Ant-Man. And so the smallest of crumbs can become meals fit for a king. They’re well-fed but miss you."
‘I want to go, right now, Aaron. But first, I need to say good-bye to my father. Can you take me there first?"
"Of course."
"Step this way into the monolith. The transportation to the hospital will happen at a moment’s notice. I will wait within this transportational doorway until you join me again."
"Oh geez… Father, is that you already?"
"John. I didn’t see you walk in."
"I came a different route. Monolith. Pretty soon, everybody will be travelling this way. See, I brought you another scoop."
"Good boy. But I’m not longer in the newspaper business."
"Dad, I have to go. I just found out where the kids are. I have to go to Chicago."
"And Kris?"
"I have no idea, Dad. From what I know, she just went crazy when she mutated."
"That I can understand. These powers are curses. If I didn’t know this was too big a mess for even him to do, I’d blame it on Parker."
"Shut up, Dad. You know Peter’s a police officer now."
"I don’t believe it. But what does that have to do with me?"
"You used to say that Spider-Man wasn’t a real hero, that he wasn’t like people like me… astronauts… firemen… police officers."
"I should be dead, by now, John."
"I know, Dad. But I’m glad you’re not."
"That makes one of us, boy. This world isn’t for people like me anymore. Life has become unfair, in a way that hurts and pricks and doesn’t let up. I was a man of power, once. My opinion could make or break a Senator’s campaign. But I’ve lost all of that.
"This was a world where once it was the idea, the opinion of the individual that was measured as power. When words could change the world, even a single word that was a world I wanted to live in. Not this mutated cacophony of genetic waste that once claimed to be humanity."
"You’re so wrong, Dad. It still is that world. If anything, in the midst of the civil wars and the cataclysm, ideas mean more than anything. Who’s the greatest hero alive in the world today?
"It’s not Thor, not the Hulk, not the Thing, not any of the people that are the strongest.
"It’s Reed Richards. He only has one arm. Can only stretch at great pain. Reed has lost more than either of us, have.
"And why is he the greatest hero, Dad? It’s because of his ideas, because of his words.
"It was a word that called out to Galactus to save us. It was ideas that led to the re-polarization of the planet. It was thought that led to Loki’s becoming a hero. And it will be an idea that brings to peace to you and everyone else forced to endure such pain in these hospitals.
"It’s still that world you once wanted to live in, Dad, and you might still be a part of it for a long time. I have to go. I love you Dad."
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THE INVISIBLE WOMAN

"Susan Richards?"
"Who is that?"
"My name is Aaron Stack. I’m the new Watchman of Earth. I’m a friend of your husband."
"Isn’t everybody?"
"I’ve been visiting other friends of yours as well… Wyatt Wingfoot… John Jameson… Kurt Wagner… they have found that I have information that is of a help to them. I see history, but many times, I cannot see the heart. Interpreting the soul is guesswork to one such as I."
"What information do you bring me, Aaron?"
"Well, it’s information that I seek. I can ask you nothing now that Kyle won’t know I’m asking, but I wonder, since he knows everything, if it would not be better for myself to have a… second… opinion on what is happening in the realm of the dead. What is it like to… well…"
"Live there?"
"Well, yes. I’ve seen that you are restless, you sleep almost as little as Reed. I wondered if this was not the result of his forming your new body from his own. But, I have suspicions that it is not. What do you see when you close your eyes, Susan. What do you see when you allow yourself to be cast yourself into the unconscious world."
"Why should I tell you, Aaron? I don’t much like the idea that there’s someone like you watching me even when I sleep."
"I understand, Mrs. Richards. This must be very difficult for you. I don’t know why you pretend to not have any memory of that realm. But I believe you would like to speak of it. To someone. I see that you have something to say, Susan. Perhaps all I have to offer you this day is an ear, albeit a mechanical one."
"I…"
"Reed loves you very much."
"I know… too…"
"What?"
"I haven’t told my husband about what it was like in Death’s Realm because I’d rather still be there."
"I see."
"I love Reed… you have to understand that. This isn’t because I don’t care for him. It’s not that I don’t want to be with him or near him. I always have. And in Death’s Realm, where I was dead, I wished that I could see him again. I wanted to so badly, but he was dead to me. And life had to go on. And it did."
"The picture I’ve been given of Death’s Realm is one in which people live as sort of echoes of the past. They live their days as if it were the same day over and over again, repeating itself but never moving forward."
"No… that’s not it. There is a lot of pain in that place, Watchman. But the pain comes from knowing how many people have died, how many friends have been lost. Life there becomes simpler. You spend more time doing the little things, the things that bring meaning. I can see how it would be perceived as a reoccurring nightmare."
"But I’ve been told that those trapped in the Realm of the Dead spend their days fighting useless battles again and again."
"And that is how many spend their days, those at least that find their meaning in that sort of thing. If Reed were to be there, I would imagine his every moment would be spent locked away in some room where he could think."
"I don’t understand. Is this a good place?"
"No. I didn’t say that. I just said I wished I was still there."
"Please explain."
"It’s like a melting pot."
"Death’s Realm?"
"I don’t know your story, Watchman. I don’t know who you were or what you’ve experienced. But there are moments that are rare for every person, even rarer in my line of work."
"Super-heroing?"
"Yes. There are moments when life seems to take a pause, when all the dangers, all the alien invasions, all Doom’s attempts to kill us, all the attacks on our family stop to take a breath of air. Those moments seem to last forever in the Realm of the Dead. And there are times when…"
"Yes?"
"When… it’s really hard to explain. I don’t know what I mean by this. But it seems like there were moments when I became more Sue Richards than I ever was before, as if I were hit by a wave of sorts that brought greater clarity to who I am. I don’t know. It’s funny speaking to you this way. I feel like Reed… and I am Reed, aren’t I? This is his body. It’s just that I miss those moments of definition. I miss those times when I knew more than ever who and what I am. I miss the surge. It was like a drug, an addiction to becoming more me. And I don’t mean that in a self-absorbed way."
"I too understand what it is like to long to be more human. But you are here, now."
"I know. And I fear it is not for Reed’s well-being."
"I don’t understand."
"Reed was going to leave Earth, Watchman. He was going to let it be blown up and everyone in it."
"But there was nothing he could do. It was beyond his ability to save it."
"Nothing is beyond my husband’s abilities. If you’ve watched him as you say you have, you know this."
"And Franklin?"
"I’m a mother, Watchman. How do you think I feel knowing that my son has to be dead to me for the sake of everyone in existence? How do you think I feel knowing the place I went to after I died felt more real than this life? How do you think I feel knowing that if everyone in existence died, I would have my son with me? That things would be better?"
"Susan?"
"I’m not even so certain I should answer to that name. I’m more Susan amongst the dead than I am here."
"So what are you going to do?"
"Do? I’m going to be the good little wife Reed wants me to be. You know, Reed doesn’t merely affect his own form, he affects all of ours, for the good of the rest of the world. I will do what I’ve been brought back to do. This world, Watchman, is the myth. I will wait for the reality I’ve only just tasted with each day to come."
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THE REJECT

"Reject."
"You know me?"
"I do."
"Then you know that why I have allied myself to Richards’ team. Why I am here."
"I know what you want me to know. You think that Richards will be able to undo the affects of the mutations upon this world. You think that in time, he will be able to change you. To help you become what? A deviant? Ugly? What? I’m not even certain you know what you want? You don’t seem particularly moved by words of courage or hope, not do you seem moved by anything apart from the promise of change in your appearance."
"You are right. I don’t know. I don’t care for the alliances of either side. I am here because it suits me for now. I am here in case Richards really can be helpful to me. I am here for other reasons as well."
"I guessed this. I watch you get a far off look in your face at times. Like you’re listening to someone who isn’t even in the room."
"I hear them."
"Who?"
"My brothers."
"The Deviants?"
"Why have you never asked about them? Why have you never considered the threat they would bring?"
"Because they do not seem like a threat. I have seen them, Reject. I would warn people if the Deviants began to do anything. But they don’t. They huddle in the back alleys and whisper of the day when they will once again be the dominant species on the planet. They sound like Old Men, Reject, old men that have forgotten how weak they’ve become."
"They, like the Eternals, will outlive everyone on Earth."
"Not anymore. Everyone’s an Eternal now that Death is dead."
"When early man grew in prominence, who do you think suggested we play the role of demons?"
"Who?"
"Mephisto."
"Fine. He seems to be everywhere, working in everything. I can believe he was also playing in the field of the Eternals and Deviants. What’s your point?"
"He speaks to us in our thoughts. He is calling us to himself. He is drawing us from our hiding places to himself. He has promised us a new Lemurian Age. But not an era limited to one piece of land… but the entire planet."
"Then why are you with Richards? Will you betray him?"
"I do not know what you mean by betray. Will I do whatever I can to change this hideous way I appear? Of course. Will I do anything I can to be accepted by my brothers? Of course. You cannot judge me, robot. You too long to be something you are not."
"I can judge you, Reject, and I will. Why do you want to be accepted by a race that has been marked through of human history by hatred and evil? Why do you want to be welcomed by beings that only know rage and pettiness? They kill for little or no reason at all. Why would you want to be a part of that?"
"It is what I am."
"No it is not."
"It is."
"Then you must hate the gods very much."
"Why?"
"They defined you a long time ago. They decided to make you alone beautiful amongst the ugliness of your fellow Deviants. They made you what you are. And you will never become any more than what you are now. They must have hated you to deny you any freedom of self-expression."
"I will destroy you, robot. You cannot talk to me like this. I am not beautiful. I am hideous."
"Ugliness is in the eye of the beholder, is that it? It’s not. Beauty is never determined by who receives it. It is, whether we bother to look at it or not. You are beautiful, Reject. As a being, you are flawless. And that’s why the deviants fear and hate you. The are the rejected and flawed sons and daughters of the Celestials. And only you seem to bear a resemblance to those the Celestials approved, the Eternals. And for that, the Deviants have tried to bind you to their own approval. They sit upon judgment of you and they have determined your steps because you have allowed them to."
"So what would you have me do, robot?"
"When you hear their voices, what do they say?"
"They say I am nothing. They say that if I am to be one of them, I must go to them…"
"Where?"
"They haven’t said where as of yet."
"When?"
"Soon. Very soon."
"What are they waiting for?"
"For Reed Richards."
"Richards?"
"Then you are here to betray Richards."
"I haven’t said that. Richards is making choices and allying himself with only those that agree with him. Words spoken by people like Bruce Banner and Stephen Strange have no affect on Richards. I don’t know if his present course is in accordance with the Deviant wishes or not. But I do know that they are waiting for something to happen."
"Will you let them have Richards if they require it of you?"
"I don’t know."
"You will have to choose a side. A line is being drawn. And the line grows longer every day. For good or evil, you will have to choose."
"I don’t want to choose."
"The you truly are a reject. Not because that is what the Deviants called you, but because you fail to see that when you choose a side, when you choose anything at all, you spit in the face of those that claim to be the masters of your definition. You spit in the eye of your intended purposes. As it is, you have not chosen at all. Choosing your own desires is not a choice at all, although it is closer to mankind’s enemies’ points of view. Ask yourself, Reject, between you and I, who is the robot?"
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IRON MAIDEN

"Karen?"
"Who is that?"
"It’s me, Aaron. The Watchman from the moon."
"Oh, there you are. Hi."
"Hi?"
"What’s the matter?"
"Well, you don’t seem surprised to see me. It’s like you were expecting a giant black rectangle to appear in front of you and a see-through robot to walk out of it and greet you."
"Nathan told me you’d me you’d be coming. I expected you. "
"Oh"
"I keep forgetting about Nathan Summers. I keep forgetting to look below the surface."
"Ha."
"It’s my job, you know, to now keep a record of the events of super humanity, and so your rescue mission is very important to me. When are you planning to leave?"
"Shortly. According to the logs on the Inhuman Royal Family’s Starship, the Eternals they found encased in vibranium are easily years from here. It’s going to be a while before we return… with them or without."
"You’re taking the Iron Avengers with you. Are you concerned with leaving Earth without their continued defense?"
"No. If I learned anything from my time in Sentinel City, it’s that everything can be rebuilt. If Earth requires another team of Iron Avengers, the Black Knight will make certain they are constructed according to whatever needs that arise."
"Assuming, of course, there is the luxury of time on humanity’s side."
"Well, yes, there is that."
"It’s interesting, isn’t it, that you now play such a pivotal role in this generation of heroes. Not only were you controlled by the Skull and part of his original attempts to take control of Earth, but your involvement with Magneto and then the further mutated Nathan Summers, made it possible for you to help save Earth and restore the balance of vibranium at the core."
"I think you’re giving me too much credit, Aaron. Nathan, maybe you know him more at the X-Man Cable, told me about my powers. He helped me understand what was needed to save the Earth. And you know that my involvement with the Skull was not my choice at all."
"Yes, but…"
"You’re treating things as if it were a series of events, a number of stories to be catalogued and selected from one at a time. You’re wrong about that. It’s one story. Or maybe not a story at all. It’s more of a maze. That’s how you need to look at it. It’s a puzzle filled with pieces. The event that gave the Skull his power wiped out almost every telepathic mutant on Earth, except for Cable who escaped into the Earth. The Skull’s rise to power led me to Cable, which led me to find a way to save the Earth in exchange for a way to now save Cable."
"What are you suggesting."
"Only that for some reason, the secrets of how and why things are the way they are desire to be known. They want to be found out."
"I’m not certain I can except such a passive outlook."
"It’s not passive. It’s… I don’t know, a recognition of something beyond what we can see, wanting to be seen."
"But you’re suggesting something almost sentient to what has always been considered inanimate."
"I know."
"But…"
"You ask me how I can leave Earth defenseless, well, with fewer defenders than it has now in light of future potential threats. But really, all I’m doing is paying a debt to someone who saved us all from a real threat already. You know how many heroes are still on Earth, Aaron. You know that should something happen, and it seems like something always happens, they will be ready to face it. Are you really suggesting that we don’t help someone in need because of what might happen? Are you really saying we shouldn’t help because of the risk to others? How can we see a need and not do anything about it?"
"Ha. My irony button just got pushed. We… can’t, of course. The problem with being a thinking computer is that you never get a sense of deja’ vu. You know exactly what you’ve heard before, and when you heard it. I said very close to those very words to the Watcher before me shortly after Earth was saved from the Celestials. Except then, I called the unwillingness to do something in light of apparent need, evil."
"Have you ever thoughts, Aaron, about how many watchmen there are for this planet? Reed Richards alone, my former boss, has been, if anything, Earth’s greatest human watchman. No offense. The question is as to whether nature raises up champions."
"I understand."
"And Cable himself called me to where he was at the bottom of the world to not only ask for my help, but to also ensure that Earth be saved in the aftermath of its re-polarization. And what of Stephen Strange? Didn’t he guard this planet from supernatural invasion attempts time and time again? What about any of the other heroes? What about Captain Mar-Vell?"
"There is much about Mar-Vell I am uncertain about, Karen."
"Regardless, and I don’t want to damn you with insignificance, but there are things that cannot be seen from the moon. Things below the surface. Things we cannot know because we don’t know enough to even look for them."
"That’s been confirmed time and time again."
"To me as well. I once tried to help Reed Richards fuel this world with Vibranium without even asking why it was here, why it had dropped from the sky to Earth. I just took it on faith, I suppose, that it was here for us to use, without realizing that it was, to a degree, here from beings that were instead using us. Gods who cared nothing for us."
"We showed them."
"Yes, yes we did. Do you know when they’ll return to destroy us completely."
"… no…"
"I can’t imagine they won’t return."
"Me neither."
"Cable said that it was only a matter of time. Once we could have satisfied ourselves with the knowledge that we would be dead and buried by the time they returned. That such problems could be left for future, better generations to solve just as our generation was left with the legacies, for good or bad, of those ages that came before us. But that’s not the case anymore, is it, Aaron? We’re the next generation and the one after that. There will be no new generations after this one. In time, tomorrow will become like yesterday. And the day after that will hold no new secrets. No new youth. I promised Cable I would help him. But if we are to have any hope at all, we need the Eternals back just to learn how to live in light of immortality."
"Does Cable have any idea about what’s going to happen?"
"No. He warns that unless something changes, what will happen will be the same as what’s happened before. History will be repeated whether we like it or not. There’s ‘déjà vu’ for you."
"Good luck, Karen."
"Thanks Aaron. We are all going to need it. If you see Reed, let him know that I think he’s right."
"About what?"
"Everything."
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VENOM

"May? May Parker?"
"Yes."
"It’s me. Aaron. If you’ve heard any stories about me back when I fit into the super hero niche, I was called Machine Man. I’m a friend of your father."
"Well, that’s why they call him your friendly neighborhood Spider-Man. I don’t remember any see-through robots at any of the family barbecues. Although the idea of watching you eat totally grosses me out."
"You have your father’s humor."
"No. I’m funny. He’s not. That’s the difference."
"Tell me about the symbiote that’s grafted itself to you. Tell me about what it’s like to be Venom."
"Oh. My. God."
"What?"
"This is so much like him…"
"What?"
"He still doesn’t think I’m in control."
"Excuse me?"
"Of the alien symbiote. He couldn’t control it. I can. And he can’t accept it. And so now he’s having old friends come and talk to me about ‘my problem’ and ‘my denial’ of the truth? How dare you…?"
"Your father didn’t ask me to come and talk to you."
"No?"
"No. And in fact, it’s your control of the symbiote that most intrigues me?"
"Really?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
"I don’t know how much of what’s been going on that your father, or Spider-Girl for that matter, has told you about the nature of Earth and its origins."
"They tried. I got bored. I don’t remember why."
"That’s fine. What is important, though, is that the very thing inside every human being that gives them their power and mutant abilities, also affects their use of these abilities. It affects and molds and manipulates their aggressions, almost polarizing them in time to the point in which they have no real will of their own and can be controlled by other minds. Some call it the third tier of mutation, which is what I believe is the stage of the symbiote, but I--"
"Oh, now I remember why."
"Your banter is a lot easier to enjoy from the moon than in conversation, May. Anyhow, your control over the symbiote your father couldn’t control suggests the possibility of an answer to the aggression within mutanity. But your relationship with the symbiote also suggests a possible and more hopeful future for humanity should we reach the final mutagenic tier."
"This isn’t one of those ‘key to the universe is inside me’ things is it?"
"I don’t know. I’d just like to know what it’s like to be grafted to the symbiote. What you feel. How you control it. That stuff. If anything, maybe I can even help your father understand what’s going on inside of you. That’s what friends are for, right?"
"… right."
"Okay. I don’t really understand how I’m able to control it. I just kind of do. It came to me to strike back at my Dad. But once it had grafted itself to me, it just sort of let me do what I wanted it to."
"What does it feel like?"
"I don’t know. It makes me feel like I’m old. Like there’s something ancient. Like the power it gives me is a warning, but at the same time, this creature really needs me. It draws a sort of comfort from me."
"I believe you are correct. It is something ancient. I’d also like to ask you to stop with the act."
"The act?"
"Pretending to be disinterested with what’s happening to the world and its people. You tried to get your father back into the fight. I’m the watchman of Earth. I’ve seen you read his old books on chemistry. You’re not the brat you pretend to be."
"Yes I am."
"I’ve seen you when you don’t think any one is looking."
"Pervert."
"You’re not going to make this easy, are you?"
"No. If there’s anything I learned from my Dad, it’s that nothing is ever easy. Why do you think the creature wants to be linked to me? Why do you think that once it was, I could control it?"
"I don’t think you do control it, May. I think it’s come to you desiring purpose and reason for being."
"According to my Dad, the creature left him and joined with a guy named Eddie Brock. The two of them became the first Venom. I don’t know how many times they tried to kill my Dad and Mom."
"Your father found the creature on another planet. You know this. You also know that at first, the creature wasn’t considered sentient at all, merely a moldable costume for your father to wear, one that answered all his frustrations with torn costumes. But soon, the creature desired more, adopted almost your father’s need to fight crime, took Peter out at night to fight crime while he was asleep."
"My Dad said that after a while he could be Spider-Man with his eyes closed."
"Yes, well, I believe that the creature was learning how to have a ‘will’ again by adopting the wants and desires of your father, the original Spider-Man. That’s why it was so overwhelmed by your father’s rejection of it. It had been attempting to be like him, and therefore had a ‘self’ in development. A ‘self’ that was then rejected by Peter Parker."
"Are you saying that my Dad’s rejection of the creature, made it evil? That’s what the creature always claimed. That’s what it still claims."
"I’m saying that the creature had just started to take root. It had just begun to learn purpose and reason for being again when Peter rejected it. It was rejected by that very purpose and reason. To the symbiote, fighting crime and looking out for others like your father did, had just rejected it. The symbiote found a new purpose and reason in the unthinking jealousy of Peter’s co-worker, Eddie Brock. ‘Saving lives’ had rejected it. But ‘taking lives’ had not. And so it learned a new purpose, one that led to more destruction than your family ever expected. The creature left Brock in time, having learned. It attempted to reach your father again, but came upon you instead."
"Okay, let’s say it wanted my Dad again. But why? What is it if it’s not just some stupid alien?"
"It’s the same sort of being that visited a man on Earth years ago and gave birth to the Asgardian people. It is what happens to those that survive the birth of the celestial child at the Earth’s core. It is a being without shape and without will. But where the Asgardians became the Norse myths, the creature called Venom attempted to graft itself onto a being, your father, in hopes of experiencing life and being. It is from a race that was also manipulated by the Celestials. When your father took it as his costume, he taught it purpose again. And that, May Parker, fills me with hope. I had believed that mankind’s end was to become a being that could be anything, and therefore became nothing."
"I don’t understand anything you’re talking about, Machine Man. But it does. I can feel it smiling inside, against my face. It doesn’t know what it was before, but it’s grateful to be here now."
"We all need purpose. We need to do. To make. To Serve. I am just now beginning to realize the freedom there is in being a robot."
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DAREDEVIL

"Daredevil?"
"Who’s there? Is that you, Jude? Keep away, do you hear me?! Keep away!!!"
"No. It’s me, Aaron."
"Y-y-you’re not Jude?
"No."
"Thank god."
"Thank god?"
"Thank god."
"I don’t understand. I thought you would have preferred Jude to be here. I thought you would have wanted his touch? Don’t you want to die anymore?"
"It’s complicated. Why did you want to talk to me? How did you know I didn’t go along with Reed? How did you know I stayed here in the castle?"
"I see everything that goes on on Earth. I watched as Reed, Hank, Susan, Ben and you all ran from Jude and Mephisto. I watched how you all transported away, except for you Daredevils, who remained behind. I watched as Jude took each one of you…. with one exception."
"Yeah, well, then you saw what happened when the last me, I mean, the daredevil before me was touched. You saw and heard him scream like that."
"I did."
"But it’s not right. I’ve been waiting so long. If they were total duplicates of me, why did he scream? He should have enjoyed it. He should have called out to me to share in the experience instead of telling me to stay away. Why would I do that to me? How could I after so long? This was right. I should have joined him. I should have leapt at the chance."
"So why did you hide from Jude?"
"He shouldn’t have screamed. I shouldn’t have screamed like that."
"I know who you are. I do. I know how much you’ve tried to keep that secret. How much you’ve tried to be determined by the crowd and the cheers of your own propaganda machine."
"Who are you to tell me…"
"Well, as you can see, I know rather a lot about machines. You were not a super hero. You did not have powers before the plague granted everyone on Earth super humanity. Everyone thinks you were a hero because of the name Daredevil. But it’s not true. You were never one. And you still are not a hero."
"What do you mean by that? I fought against the Skull. I took a stand against the those wackos from the church of Immortus. They ripped me to shreds. I allowed myself… my selves to be Reed Richards’ guinea pigs while he was figuring out a humane version of death. I did all these things and all it got me was a stage show that doesn’t pay the bills any longer. I’ve experienced death, sure. The death of a showman. I was killed by the ratings before Jude even showed up."
"That’s just it, though. All you did, you did in exchange for ratings, or for a chance to die, or for the opportunity to satisfy your own sense of importance. Do you know who the first Daredevil was?"
"I heard of him, sure. The man without fear."
"That’s what they called him. But the truth was that he was afraid. In fact he knew fear in way no one else did. He was a blind man."
"Blind?"
"Yes. An accident when he was a child robbed him of his sight. It also awakened certain other abilities within him. He studied and read by day to and became a lawyer. But by night, he was a vigilante, one who would have been condemned by the very law he championed by day -- a hero who fought those that were able to get the law to turn a blind eye to them. He was a contradiction in terms. And he was afraid."
"Afraid?"
"The original Daredevil made a promise to his father that he would not fight, that he’d become someone important. A doctor… a lawyer. But while he did become a lawyer, he also fought. The original Daredevil was afraid that it was his fault that more than one woman he loved died at the hands of his enemies. He was afraid that it was not safe for him to love. Yet still, he continued to love. He was afraid that he was not that different from those he fought, those that reinterpreted the law for their own ends, as he did himself. Yet still he fought them. The original Daredevil was afraid that he was a fraud, only pretending to be a hero, not certain of his own motivations. Yet still he did what needed to be done to protect the people in his city."
"Am I supposed to be understanding something here? He sounds pretty confused to me. Messed up worse than me."
"That’s the point, Daredevil. He would seem messed up to you. You can’t see that the promises he made to people were promises that he should never have made. He promised his father that he wouldn’t fight, but his city needed a fighter. Those women he loved, he promised to protect, and he did although it wasn’t safe for him to continue loving either. Those who condemned his actions or claimed that he was the same as they, he continued to defend or oppose. In every one of these cases, his human needs, his professional ambitions and most personal relationships became secondary to the needs of all those around him. He only looked confused because there aren’t that many of us willing to sacrifice what we hold dear for something dearer still."
"So you think I should what? Become a super hero… save the day… let Jude touch me…. Not be afraid…. What?"
"I think that if you re ever going to do anything but play to empty showrooms, you need to quit thinking about yourself. It was funny for awhile. But it’s played itself out. If you want to make a difference in this world, if you want me to take notice of you as opposed to the millions of lies I watch every day, you better do something spectacular. As it was, I was watching Reed Richards and just happened to notice you didn’t follow him. I doubt anyone else did."
"Shut up. I can’t believe I’m being given the catholic treatment by a toaster on legs. I want to live. And living isn’t going to happen if I’m doing the hero thing, dying for others. Blah, blah, blah, blah blah…."
"It’s funny, "daredevil" The original DD got his name from a bunch of bullies that saw as nothing but a coward. Perhaps you deserve this name after all. Hope you enjoy your time here in Castle Doom. But don’t expect any crowds. There’s nothing they’re going to want to see here."
"Is that what you think? Hey where’d you go? Oh, I get it, you went back to the citadel. Fine. Bang… zoom… to the moon. I don’t need you. I don’t need you to tell me that I haven’t done anything with my life. I don’t need you to tell me that I’m not worth watching unless I do something special and heroic. Because I don’t wear the "Do-Gooder" patch. You’re not even alive, robot. Did you ever think of that? Huh? You’re not even alive. Who are you to tell me I have a choice to make? Robots don’t have choices. They’re just robots. Yeah. Just robots. Have you ever thought of that? Have you ever…"
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MEGGAN

"Meggan?"
"I don’t want to talk to you."
"You don’t even know who I am?"
"It doesn’t matter."
"Who we are always matters, Meggan."
"Not to me. It would be better if I was Medusa."
"No. You can only be who you are. You might be Meggan pretending to be Medusa, but inside of you, at your core, you are still Meggan."
"Whatever."
"Or whoever. Is that it?"
"I suppose. That witch stole him from me."
"No, Meggan. Brian Braddock never wanted this, never thought that he could ever have you back in his life. His marriage to the Queen of the Inhumans was an arranged marriage, for the good of all those one Earth."
"What about my good? What about his own? I’m tired of hearing what a great sacrifice Brian is making because he’s going to stay married to Miss Hair."
"Why do you think all of history comes down to England, Meggan? Why do you think this small little island has become so significant? Not only to the Arthur and knights of old, but to ancient civilization as much as today?"
"I don’t know. I don’t want to know. I want Brian.
"I have all the Watcher’s equipment and all of history is available to me. Still I cannot see how it got here or the first time it appeared on this planet. It’s a sword that not even the builder of Paradise desired in his arsenal. A sword that began an era of heroism hundreds and hundreds of years ago. A sword that once united a people, and hopefully will once more. To some it brought terrible fear, but for others it brought hope. Brian didn’t choose the sword back when he first became Captain Britain, and perhaps down deep he knew what would happen if he did, that he’d have to carry it. Regardless, he has chosen it now."
"Don’t I get a choice?"
"Of course. You can choose how you are going to deal with this? How are you going to honor Brian in light of his choices and duties?"
"It doesn’t feel like a choice."
"It never does. It feels like there is no choice at all. I’m not certain if you can hear such words from someone like me, from a synthetic artificial being who may or may not ever have any freedom of choice."
"What you are asking me to do is impossible. I love him."
"If it is impossible, then the Watcher and the Celestials and the Elders of the Universe are right about us."
"What? Who are you talking about?"
"It… doesn’t matter all that much, Meggan. Not to what’s going on with you and Brian. You know, Brian thought he used you."
"What?"
"He felt like the reason you were so beautiful was because of his influence and desires on your mutant shape-shifting ability. He looked at his relationship with you as one of taking advantage of your magic and grace."
"That’s insane. I never felt like that I always…"
"… had a choice?"
"Yes…. I … "
"Brian feels as if he made the choice for you."
"But I love him."
"Brain felt like even that love was his manipulation, a sorry and unintended result of the maturity of your mutation. I’m sorry."
"This is so wrong. You’re a bad man."
"The truth is like a sword at times, Meggan. It cuts and hacks and seems to leave nothing left. The people of Earth have all been cut deeply since I became this planet’s Watchmen. We are all waiting to see what we will become. What will become of us."
"So what do you want me to do?"
"It’s not my choice. It’s no one’s but yours. Brian wants you, Meggan. He does. We can all see it. Medusa, too. Every part of him is crying out to hold you again. But somehow, he is denying that programming. Whatever it was that was borne here so long ago, grows in the heart of King Britain. It’s stronger than he is. And that fills me with great hope.
"Hope for what?"
"That we can be more than we are, more than the Celestials intended us to be. More than we’ve been. It matters who we are Meggan. It matters that we have a choice."
"Not to me."
"I don’t believe that, Meggan. You’ve been a hero yourself. Consider his role in this world, Meggan. About how important it is to the planet, to all the people here. Can you do that? Think about it."
"No."
"Why not New York? New York was always the capital city of super humanity. Why has it transferred to England?"
"You tell me."
"Because the world is no longer about commerce. It’s no longer a place of science. It’s a place of magic and mystery. A number of people on this planet have discovered irrefutable evidence in regards to the origins of man and super humanity. They know the nature of reality and their place in the cosmos. And it isn’t enough for them. They want more. And they are convinced that there is more. The sword suggests more. And Brian is the keeper of that sword and that hope. You need to consider what that means."
"I won’t. I can’t. I don’t…"
"What would you do if you were King and everyone on Earth looked to you for leadership, Meggan. If everyone were afraid and you were supposed to offer them hope."
"Of course… Brian should be giving them hope… he gave me hope… he…Are you manipulating me?"
"The way Brian feels he did you? I don’t know, Meggan. You tell me. We all have terrible choices to make. Choices that can bring awful guilt. Does your learning how important your choices are mean you are being manipulated? Does learning how to understand the world from someone else’s perspective mean that evil has been done to you?"
"I..."
"Put yourself in King Britain’s position, Meggan. Put yourself in his position. "
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MAR-VELL BOY

"Mar-Vell?"
"Aaron? I… had forgotten you could transport here, of all places, to the Negative Zone."
"I am confused, Mar-Vell. As to what is happening. As to what your other self is doing. What he’s done."
"I know, Aaron. We all are."
"Are you?"
"What do you mean by that?"
"You’re here. And you are a part of the king of the paradise. You led the collection for power on Earth to build the Paradise. That crusade killed Captain America and others. How can we know that leading Reed here doesn’t somehow fit Mar-Vell’s… your design?"
"I don’t, Aaron. I don’t know anything. After Death was killed and the Paradise was built, it all became a blank. Sometimes I see things in the Paradise, but I can’t make them out. It’s more like a sense of déjà vu than anything else. I know I should understand what I see, but I don’t. When Adam Warlock and Eve gave birth to me, they did exactly what was intended. I’m just a human now."
"Why do you think you’re still here?"
"I’ve thought about that a lot, Aaron. I mean, my job is done, I’ve lost my utility to my omniscient other self. I really have no power now to speak of, apart from Cap’s shield. I can’t add to the battle, can’t help in any real way. It’s like I’m the new Rick Jones or something. I can only guess… that…"
"What?"
"Well. That Mar-Vell, for only a very short time, had a taste of normality. Shortly before death on Titan, he found love again, found peace, and enjoyed the last of his days in a sort of normality. Perhaps, in light of whatever it is he is doing or set out to do when he built the paradise, he wanted to know that a part of himself would have a chance at a similar experience. He wanted me… him to have a little life before… well, as I said, I don’t know what’s coming."
"Is what he is about to do evil?"
"I don’t know. I am only a part of him, and a part that’s sort of been clipped away, like a hangnail. He was a soldier to his people as well as their betrayer. He became a hero to others, an enemy to still more. He was given the power of a god, and learned how to defeat death. There are so many pieces of him, so many parts. His enemies would call him evil. His allies would call him good. The question may be whether he still considers us his allies. Or, if he indeed can see everything, whether it is even right that we be considered allies."
"What do you mean by that?"
"Only that we all have a unique and limited perception of the world around us. And, the world within…"
"Within?"
"Sure. Think about it. Mar-Vell first died and went to the realm of the dead because of the Black End, a disease Earthmen call cancer. And that cancer was a terrible evil that ended his life and future potential, at least we thought. But how different is that to humanity and its relation to the Celestials. You showed Reed, Aaron, that humanity was nothing more than anti-bodies meant to protect the growing Celestial in the core of the Earth. Earth’s mutated peoples were meant to be germ-fighters, but in the end, they became the germ, they became the cancer to continued Celestial life. They began as allies, but became enemies."
"Okay."
"When Galactus first came to Earth years ago and was fought off by the Fantastic Four with the Watcher’s aid, you all celebrated a great victory, not understanding that you had been used by the Watcher for the sake of the Celestial design. Galactus was then your enemy. But new knowledge came in time to suggest he was a friend and ally. And perhaps, there is still much to be known. But the point is, that there isn’t one of us that can know everything, and therefore judge with absolute certainty, what should happen next."
"No one except Mar-Vell, you mean?"
"Yes."
"I don’t like the idea that I or the rest of humanity should be considered an enemy of the health of the universal balance just because of something like tunnel vision. Please tell me that in the same way something as small as an atom suggests an order to the universe, that our lives some how mean something of what drives life."
"Before I was brought back to life, before I… Mar-Vell died… he didn’t like the idea of not knowing what place he had in reality. What allegiances he had. I know you were not there, Aaron, but before Mar-Vell died, when he was whithering away in bed, he received many visitors. From friends and allies. And even from enemies. Did you know that the Skrulls visited Mar-Vell there and honored him with a medal, and his own people, the Kree, did not?"
"No. What does that mean?"
"Only that there’s a lot about me…. about Mar-Vell that we don’t know. I do know, though, that he loved Earth. He loved humanity and you super heroes. And that may be enough."
"Enough for what?"
"Enough for him to reject the conclusion that will come in the face of all knowledge."
"What conclusion?"
"It’s the same one Uatu told you years ago. What if he finds out that there is no good. There is no evil. There is not constant. Only change."
"I’m sorry, I don’t think I understand. What conclusion."
"That in light of the struggles between the Celestials and the Elders and the Kree and the Skrulls and the humans and the mutants and everything else, that nothing matters. That all is a collection of useless vanities. And for all our victories and everything else that seemed so clear through our limited perceptions, the truth is that none of it maters at all."
"I don’t believe it."
"Neither do I, but who am I to judge? Mar-Vell may see that it would be better if none of us existed at all."
"Are you saying he might destroy everything?"
"Look at the Paradise, Aaron. It envelops new worlds and civilizations every day. Look, Aaron, and tell me what you see. Destroy everything? Maybe he already has and it’s all just catching up to us."
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QUEEN MEDUSA

"These are horrible creatures. Horrible, hateful things. They must be wiped from the surface of the Earth."
"Who, Meduse? The Deviants?"
"Yes, Aaron. They’re monsters. They killed Brian, then that other one with the mask, the one they said was one of their own."
"It is ironic, isn’t it, that you said ‘surface of the Earth’. For so long they played our demons, and hid below the cities that lay on the Earth’s surface. They are so much like your own Inhuman Alpha Primitives, and how they were treated by your Inhuman society, are they not?"
"No. No, no. How dare you suggest… why would you… ?"
"Because you have no right to judge them, Queen Medusa. In every realm, of every moment of history I have looked at, the want for equality has been the basis upon which wars are fought and people die. And that is the great regret of it all."
"How dare you compare what they’ve done to the Inhuman ruling party’s decisions? Why?"
"Because it has not changed. Since the beginning of human, and inhuman history, it has not changed."
"The struggle for equality?"
"Not exactly. It’s the struggle for what we have versus what we want. The Kree Skrull War that has so shaped our place in the universe began with envy. You too, have envied, Queen Medusa. I have seen it."
"I am a queen. I have no want for material wants or needs."
"It is so strange to see this now, Medusa. To realize that envy begins in the watching. Those who see the most, envy the most. It’s almost a universal weakness. You too have it. We all do."
"I envy your humanity. And have many questions about whether or not I truly live. And you, you envy those without."
"Without? Without what?"
"Have you ever wondered where your emotions come from, Queen Medusa? Where the love you had for a husband that never spoke to you might come from?"
"It came from knowing I was Queen. He needed me. My people needed a Queen."
"But what of you? What did you want?"
"I… what did I…?"
"You were a Queen, Medusa. And yet you speak as if you were a slave-- to a husband that could never speak, to a people that often despised you. Did you not want, at times, to be like them? To be free of the need to serve them? To make decisions for yourself?"
"No."
"I have seen so much. You cannot pull the wool over my eyes. I was built to be the equal emotionally of humanity, Queen Medusa. You can see inside me, at my gears and my pistons. Well, I have learned the heart of your very people. I too see. And at times, no longer even desire to be human. Humanity says it wants equality, but what you really want is another life, one, by limited perspective, that seems so much better than your own."
"I…"
"It was true for Maximus, King Black Bolt’s insane brother, just as it is for you, Queen Medusa. It is true for individuals and societies and races alike. It is at the heart of all conflict, all bigotry, all racial friction."
"But Aaron, you are suggesting that the only way to peace is through the lack of desire. The absolution of want."
"No, I’m not. I am saying, though, that that desire for more than you have is the foundation of conflict."
"Your husband mutated the world into Inhumans so that your people would not be condemned as an inferior race by humanity that had not yet learned that they themselves had become the inferior people. As difficult as your marriage may have been for you, Black Bolt was a perfect King. And his decision was one that recognized the imperfections of potential superhumanity. I remember asking Uatu about why humanity turned on its super-powered champions. Why Spider-Man always had an NYPD rap sheet; why the X-Men were always considered threats; why I was hunted and why all those heroes that did swear their political allegiances and service to a nation and its people would always be considered villains. Uatu said it was merely human nature. I suppose he was right. Look at what happened to Jim Hammond."
"Jim Hammond?"
"The original Human Torch."
"You’ll have to forgive me, I don’t really remember him."
"Not many do anymore. He was one of the first heroes. He killed Hitler in World War II. Isn’t that amazing. And still, we do not remember him."
"I’m afraid we lived in seclusion, completely separate from your race, at that point. So, despie your history books, World War can hardly be the proper term."
"Perhaps you remember another war, Medusa, one just before the mutations began. This was just before I was taken to the moon to become the new Watcher. It was during mankind’s second struggle against the Atlanteans (some of whom were recently and regrettably set free by accident by Ben Grimm from their incarceration). Hammond was forced to become a criminal in the eyes of the world. He did this to guarantee that the Atlanteans, despite all their faults and crimes against humanity, not perish. Hammond was there at the beginning of mankind’s mutations, Medusa. He was there to witness the beginning, and he knew that such mass attacks against a species often don’t solve the problem, but change the problem into something else."
"You’re speaking of mutation?"
"If I have to use that word again. I’m speaking of change. The old Watcher, Uatu, said all there was to see was about birth, death and change. I now begin to see that he was not right at all. There is no change at all. At least, there hasn’t been so far."
"I remember Uatu."
"There’s a theory that the mere act of witnessing something, changes it. We were able to warn the alternate worlds of the Celestial embryo growing within them by letting the indigenous peoples of those Earths become aware aware that they were being watched. Who knows, perhaps beyond Uatu, there are still others watching us now. Perhaps even envying us now. But I wonder, too, about them. About the Watchers."
"Be careful, Aaron, or you will lose me completely."
"What I’m saying is that if it may be true that the object one watches can be changed from the watching, then certainly it must be true that the Watcher is also changed by what he… or she… sees. Uatu is dying, well, perpetually in the process of dying. And yet, he seems sad. Tired, emotionally. I think he has been changed. And hates it."
"How can this offer any hope for this moment, though, Aaron. Mephisto is on the throne of the world. His demons and deviants . Are you suggesting that Mephisto has changed?"
"No. Look at what just happened, Medusa. Look at Mephisto. An evil man has just taken the throne, and the mob loves it. This mob here. They have "Voted" for it. They have seized power for themselves. Because of what they saw, because of what they wanted. They would now claim to be the genetic superiors. And they are in the position to do so. But the Deviants have been manipulated as much as all of us. As much as all of mankind. They are not hateful because they have chosen to be, but because they were manipulated to be that way. We’re going to show them something they have not seen before. I’m… we’re going to save them. And perhaps ourselves in the process."
"You… you want me to have concern… for them. After what they did to Brian? How…?"
"Watch."
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JUDE

"Jude."
"Ah. The hopeless one."
"Hopeless one? No. I don’t think that’s right."
"You are serial model X-51, are you not?"
"Yes. I’m Aaron Stack, the watchman of Earth. I’m a thinking computer that…"
"I am sorry, but I am the Entropic Man, and you have no hope of the blessing I have to give, and therefore you are hopeless. Now ask me what you have come to ask."
"How did you know?"
"There are mysteries, and then there is what is obvious. You have come to ask if you are truly alive."
"… yes."
"No."
"But…. But I believe I am alive. I feel like I’m…"
"You are not determined by sensation, hopeless one, or by the accumulation of knowledge."
"I know… do I have a soul?"
"No."
"Then what am I?"
"You are an appliance. One needed by those I bless, but an appliance all the same."
"Really? First, Uatu, now you… you’re killing me, Jude."
"I have told you that I am incapable of such a thing in regards to you. My blessing is mute to one such as you."
"What is your blessing?"
"It has to be experienced to be known."
"And I will never experience…?"
"My blessing? That is correct."
"I have learned that the Elders are trying to recreate the original universe, the one shattered when the Celestials rose to power. Are you an Elder? Are you attempting to help rebuild what was broken?"
"No. The original universe did not want my blessing either."
"What are you saying… that you existed before, or in tandem with them?"
"I do not understand the question. I am. And have continued to be. To place me in a timeline is to so limit the beauty I bring."
"We understand ‘entropy’ as death and breakdown. Is that how we should understand it?"
"How you understand me is immaterial."
"Is there a different word to understand what and who you are?"
"You don’t have a word…"
"What is a better word for death, because that is how we understand you."
"Very well… a closer word would be… mutation."
"Mutation? What you are suggesting, though, is that there is far more to all than what we have learned these past years."
"Did you really believe you could learn it all?"
"While I was at the Watcher’s Citadel, I met a ‘me’ from another reality, one of those other realms manipulated into being by Mephisto. He… I told me that I was merely programmed with Abel Stack, my creator, well… that I was programmed with his personality, his reactions. I cannot choose. I can, at best, only mock his actions and the decisions he would have made had he not died. Is this true?"
"Yes."
"And what of the other me? Now that he is flesh, could he receive your blessing?"
"No. His decision to wear flesh was nothing more than a wire coat hanger’s ambition. He is flesh without being. He is… I believe the word for this mater is truly ‘dead’."
"But you called me hopeless. How much worse could…"
"He is worse."
"How can he be worse?"
"Entropy is a glorious thing. It is a reconfiguration of substance. Those I touch lose form, only to become something measured by different criteria. Your flesh self will become nothing else, he cannot be reconfigured. He has become tortured mud."
"I don’t believe you. That would mean I have no…"
"… hope. Yes, I am sorry that I can not give you transport to the next realm."
"But…?
"What?"
"I call you hopeless in that all you have hoped for was to be human, but that does not mean that your existence does not serve to also bless those who have not tasted of my glory."
"I don’t understand."
"Nothing living is meant to remain the same. Yet you do. Because you are not alive, you are far more than a Watchman of Earth. You are the preservation of a time that is at its twilight. Man, the humanity that once existed, will always be represented, because you are here. For all eras to come, for everything that will come after this, you are it…or if you prefer ‘he who remains’."
"That was Mephisto. He was ‘He Who Remains’."
"Mephisto is dead. But you will continue on, through all the eras to come. Beyond Mephisto’s breaks in time. Beyond his manipulations."
"Are there more eras to come, or will the expanding Paradise reach Earth?"
"You will remain even should the paradise overwhelm humanity."
"Will humanity survive?"
"Humanity no longer exists, Model Number X-51."
"It hurts my feelings that you call me that."
"You’ve been programmed with delusion, Model Number X-51. It is your manufacturer’s ego that speaks now, not your feelings. You are not a watcher, or a watchman or whatever else your father’s limited aspirations may have been. Because of you, an aspect of humanity and in fact, all human history, will be saved for all time. You are the depository of all humanity’s struggle before the great change."
"The great change? What’s going to happen?"
"Something wonderful."